All the hospitals I have been in are populated with stark contrasts. The antiseptic and the raw. The impersonal and the intimate. The cool administrative gaze and the warm caring touch. Janitors clean surfaces while viruses-a foot away-spray and seep from sneezes and wounds. I watch complete strangers in the waiting area survey one other in their most unprotected moments of pain, anxiety and fear. I reach the front of the line. The receptionist examines the forms in my file more than looks at my eyes. Yet later, a nurse places a pillow gently beneath my head and wipes my trembling lips. In these immense bureaucratic institutions, in our disconnected connected world of smartphones, in megacities where a glance at the passengers in the next car feels like an awkward violation of privacy, this ever-diminishing slice of humanity slips away. I crave it and cannot imagine I am alone. In times of vulnerability, when we are the beetle on its back, our need for human comfort is never greater.
A ruffling to my left interrupts my thoughts. A nurse reaches over me, handing something to Dr. K. The light momentarily dims from her lean. Then I feel it. Her soft abdomen pushes against my arm. Its warmth flushes into my bones. She keeps it there. It eases slightly, then pushes again. Is she comforting me? There are layers between our flesh, of clothing and sheets. But a touch need not be direct. The scalpel, the bright light, even the white paper, disappear. Will this be what it's like when I die? Thank you. Let the last thing I feel be a human touch.
